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of Henry VIII, Our authorities therefore are nearly all of one kind. They are excerpts from the writings of historians of subsequent years. They are not of the highest class of evidence, for strictly speaking they are hearsay at second or third hand from their real author, Sebastian Cabot himself, recorded in a generation when the modern critical sense was undeveloped. To appreciate that point we have only to consider the sort of testimony that was then accepted in any law-court in Christendom. We must then expect omissions and discrepancies and do our best to extract the truth by entering with sympathy into the minds of the witnesses and estimating their several degrees of credibility. There can be no more glaring fault of criticism than to treat all the facts here recorded as of equal value and to arrive at a decision by counting them like votes- The testimonies are best considered in two groups, those emanating from Sebastian Cabot in the period 1512-48, when he lived in Spain and conversed with continental historians; and those obtained from his own mouth during his old age in England, or from the documents he left extant at his death.
Sebastian entered the Spanish service in 1512, and the first writer to deal with his English voyage is Peter Martyr of Anghiera, a man who moved in official circles at Seville, Martyr composed a work on discovery under the title De Orbe Novo Decades. He wrote the third Decade in 1515, and it was published at Alcala in the following year. He leads up to his account of Sebastian Cabot by a discussion of the supposed universal westward flow of all the ocean waters, and of the deductions that could be made therefrom.1 The impression of this general ocean movement was of course erroneous; it was gathered from the Spaniards5 observation of the westward current through the Caribbean. Martyr's inference from the phenomenon was that North and South America were probably not continuous and that a strait would be found leading westwards to Asia in the latitude of the Antilles, And it was for the discovery of this strait, "this secret of Nature hitherto hidden", that Sebastian Cabot was expecting the Spanish government to provide him with shipping in the following year, 1516.2 As things turned out, the death of King Ferdinand postponed the expedition, and it was left for the Spaniards of Cuba to
1  Sir Humphrey Gilbert's Discourse on the North West Passage contains a parallel argument.
2  That it was the tropical strait is apparent, I hold, from a reading of the full context of Peter Martyr, which is printed above (No. 49). Harrisse, on the contrary, assumes that the proposed discovery of 1516 was that of the North West Passage (J. and S. Cabot,-18963 p. 155). The point is of some importance to a subsequent argument in the present chapter.